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Responding to Variants of Concern (VOCs) 


Mutations and variants of the Covid-19 virus can present a significant risk. As well as potentially being more transmissible and leading to more severe 
clinical consequences for individuals, mutations also present the possibility for Covid-19 variants to more effectively bypass naturally acquired immunity 
and/or reduce the effectiveness of current vaccines and therapeutics 


Local Authorities, alongside and with the support of PHE and NHS Test and Trace at regional and national levels, have a key role to play in the investigation, 
management and control of COVID-19 variants designated as ‘Variants of Concern’ or VOCs. The overarching purpose is to restrict the widespread growth 
of VOCs in the population by: 


1. detecting, tracing and isolating cases to drive down overall community transmission, and 


2. case finding additional VOC cases through whole genome sequencing to help assess the risk of community transmission and determine 
what further interventions and actions are necessary to contain the variant. 


All local authorities need to be prepared to quickly mobilise a suite of appropriate measures if a VOC is identified in their Borough, including local “surge” 
testing, and complemented by action to trace contacts and isolate cases as part of a wider strategy to control overall transmission. 


Following the identification of a VOC, PHE London’s Coronavirus Response Cell (LCRC) will conduct the initial investigation to gather additional information, 
complete a minimum data set and establish whether there are epidemiological links to countries of concern. Those VOCs without an epidemiological link 
will require wider investigation and response, and this will be determined jointly between the Local Authority, on the advice of the DPH, and PHE London’s 
Health Protection Team. 


The combination, scale and focus of the tools deployed to investigate and control VOCs will be locally led, informed by the data and risk assessment, 
current epidemiology, knowledge of the local community and grounded in health protection principles and specialist health protection advice. Plans will 
need to be flexible and adaptable to different circumstances, such as the geography, communities or settings in scope. 


The planned local response to a VOC(s) will need to be reviewed and supported by PHE National VOC Bronze to ensure the response is appropriate to the 
assessed risk and, critically, that the national support required for implementation of the plan (e.g. whole genome sequencing, surge PCR testing) can be 
mobilised within available national capacity. 


The figure overleaf gives a high level representation of this process, and slide 3 describes the measures and interventions that boroughs should consider 
deploying as part of their local VOC response. 
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Guide to determining Public Health Action- range of approaches 
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Communications and engagement 


e Locally led plan for culturally competent communications and community engagement 


e Coordination of announcements and clear messages about purpose and restrictions in place during implementation of local variant control 
measures/surge activities 


e Ensure alignment of national comms with local comms 
e Managing the need to inform the public about VOCs without driving negative behavioural or psycho-social outcomes 
e Harness existing community assets, networks and trusted messengers eg community champions 


e Specific considerations include: an inbound helpline; a postcode checker on Council website 
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